





Pre-Modern Philosophical Views on Reality 
and Truth in Literature
Abstract
The views of the writers outlined and examined here show that a philosophical approach 
is unavoidably in a contrasting position in relation to literary ways of representing reality 
and truth in literature. The specific domain of philosophical reflection is to clarify concepts 
through deductive methods or a purely rational viewpoint, whereas literature is based on 
the experience of life stories in concrete circumstances. The prospect of our dealing with 
sacred and secular literary texts is to disclose literary ways of observing and expressing 
reality and truth in its most elementary form of life. In all times we can observe the need to 
convey sense­experience and to evoke ethical reflection by using a more suitable mode of 
expression with an eye to the larger structures of literary representation of reality and truth. 
Literature deals with representation of life in all its contrasting manifestations in persuasive 
literary forms and is therefore intrinsically connected with the issues of aesthetics. Ethical 
sensibility, meanwhile, works best when dealing with particular persons in specific con­
texts. Works of literature combine the particular and the general in concrete life situations 




















































obvious	 that	 literature	 is	 an	 organic	 link	 between	 objective	 and	 subjective	
truth	which	could	only	be	expressed	by	means	of	a	symbol,	by	analogy.	Lit-
erary	critics	speak	 in	 theoretical	 terms	of	 the	ambiguity	of	symbols,	words	
and	word	chains,	and	ultimately	of	hermeneutic	theory	examining	the	literal	
meaning and  the various aspects of metaphorical meaning.  In  this  fact  lies 
also the reason for the tremendous significance of symbol and allegory. The 
essence	of	 a	 symbol	 is	 that	 rather	 than	offering	an	 immediate	way	of	 rep-































for  linking objective reality and personal  life experiences  that  included  the 
moral imperative. In his Critique of Pure Reason,	Kant	explains	the	means	
of conceptual understanding  in  the area of actual or possible empirical ex-
perience.	 Pure	 reason	 is,	when	 it	 comes	 to	 empirical	 experience,	 especial-









two	 separate	 entities,	 although	 they	 are	 organically	 interwoven	 in	material	




about	 the	mystical,	 the	sublime	and	the	profound	into	 line	with	conceptual	
and systematised categories.











to	mediate	 truth	and	 its	 educational	 roles,	 authors	 from	Aristotle,	 to	Philip	







between	Greek	and	Hebrew	 thinking	 in	connection	with	 textual	 interpreta-
tion. Characteristic of Greek philosophy is a search for a rational explanation 
of	the	universe	in	the	sense	of	searching	for	universal,	general,	unambiguous,	





















books,	 developed	 a	 particular	 hermeneutical	method	 and	 saw	 in	 the	 literal	
meaning  (peshat)	 various	 viewpoints	 of	 figurative	meaning.	With	 this,	 the	
Jewish	tradition	of	literary	criticism	came	very	close	to	the	Christian	tradi-





On	 the	basis	of	 the	 literal	meaning	a	 system	 for	 the	various	viewpoints	of	











doba  in  Spain  near  the  end  of  the  convivencia	 period	 among	Christianity,	
Judaism,	 and	 Islam	which	had	characterised	 the	period	 from	 the	8th  to  the 
12th	century.	When	Maimonides	was	thirteen	years	old,	Cordoba	was	over-

























prove	 that	 a	 harmony	 existed	 between	 philosophy	 and	 biblical	 truth.	Mai-
monides took into consideration the degrees of education among people and 



















In the introduction to the first part of A Guide for the Perplexed,	Maimonides	
elucidates his method of interpretation. He departs from the observation that 
even	educated	 individuals	well-versed	 in	 the	 traditions	of	both	 the	Jewish	
faith	and	philosophy	find	themselves	in	a	state	of	“perplexity”	because	they	
do not take into account the ambiguity of biblical language and the biblical 















For  an  exhaustive  presentation  of  Maimo-
nides’  literary  theory  in  the  broader  acade-
mic	 and	 cultural	 context	 of	 his	 time,	 see	
Sara	 Klein-Braslavy,	 “The	 Philosophical	
Exegesis.”	In	Hebrew Bible /Old Testament: 


















1.1. Plato’s bases for recognising and expressing reality 
    and truth in philosophy and in literature
Unlike Aristotle in his Poetics,	Plato	did	not	write	a	systematic	literary	theory.	
He	dealt	with	poetry	in	the	broader	framework	of	discussion	on	the	funda-


























































1.2. Plato’s criticism of poets’ depictions of nature 











































Plato  then  introduces  his  interlocutor  to  the  basic  three  ingredients  of  any 
song	or	poem	–	the	words,	the	melody,	and	the	rhythm	–	and	to	the	important	













1.3. The real world and the world of the senses as well as the 
     “ancient quarrel between philosophy and poetry”
At the beginning of Book VII of Republic,	Plato	uses	his	allegory	of	the	cave	
or	“underground	den”	to	illustrate	his	doctrine	of	the	opposition	between	the	
world	 of	 the	 senses,	 or	 shadows	 of	 reality,	 and	 the	world	 of	 ideas	 or	 real	
things,	among	which	the	good	is	the	most	illuminated.	In	this	context	Plato	
also emphasizes the educational intent of arts and sciences.





























The	essence	of	poetry	 is	 that	 it	 “imitates	 the	actions	of	men,	whether	vol-




































































2.1. Thomas Aquinas as an interpreter 









loyally	 followed	Plato	 in	 relegating	 the	material	world	 to	 the	 transcendent	





























eschatology.	He	explains	 these	 four	 levels	systematically	 in	his	main	work	
Summa Theologica	I,	Question	1,	in	Articles	9	and	10.
2.2. Dante and Boccaccio on dignity of literature
As	a	starting	point,	we	should	consider	Dante,	who	presented	his	views	on	
literary	theory	in	two	works:	the	philosophical	The Convivio (The	Banquet,	



























Giovanni	 Boccaccio	 (1313–1375),	 who,	 in	 addition	 to	 the	 Decamerone 
(1348–1353),	wrote	 the	 extensive	Latin	 encyclopaedic	 catalogue	 on	 pagan	




Plato’s negative evaluation of  their manner of  imitating reality  in Republic 
had	endured	everything	from	shallow	and	often	boorish	barbs	to	aggressive	
attacks	on	their	livelihood.	Boccaccio	became,	alongside	Plato	writing	on	po-
etry and alongside  the Aristotle of  the Poetics,	 the	most	 influential	 literary	
2
Many	 of	 their	 works	 of	 literary	 theory	 are	














































in	his	various	works	on	 the	advantages	of	 the	 lack	of	clarity	of	 the	Divine	


















ful	in	inverse	proportion	to	their	utility”	(“Il n’y a de vraiment beau que ce qui 
ne peut servir à rien”),	a	statement	in	which	lies	the	beginning	of	the	principle	
of art that exists for itself (l’art pour l’art).	Continuing	on	this	new	artistic	
path	 were	 Joris-Karl	 Huysmans	 (1848–1907),	 Charles	 Baudelaire	 (1821–












Preface to his novel The Picture of Dorian Gray:
“The artist is the creator of beautiful things.
To reveal art and conceal the artist is art’s aim.


































14	of	Genealogy of the Gentile Gods: “Other 
Cavillers	at	the	Poets	and	Their	Imputations,”	
“The	 Definition	 of	 Poetry,	 Its	 Origin,	 and	
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Predmoderni filozofski pogledi na stvarnost i istinu u književnosti
Sažetak
Stavovi autora prikazanih i razmatranih u ovome radu pokazuju da je filozofijski pristup ne­
izbježno u suprotnoj poziciji u odnosu na književne načine predstavljanja stvarnosti i istine u 
književnosti. Specifična domena filozofske refleksije je razjašnjavanje pojmova pomoću deduk­
tivnih metoda ili čisto racionalno gledište, dok je književnost temeljena na iskustvu životnih 
priča u konkretnim okolnostima. Namjera je našeg bavljenja svetim i sekularnim književnim 
tekstovima otkriti književne načine promatranja i izražavanja stvarnosti i istine u najosnovnijem 
životnom obliku. U svakome vremenu možemo uočiti potrebu za prenošenjem osjetilnog iskustva 
i poticanjem etičke refleksije koristeći prikladnije načine izričaja imajući u vidu šire strukture 
književnog predstavljanja stvarnosti i istine. Književnost se bavi predstavljanjem života u svim 
njegovim kontrastnim pojavljivanjima u uvjerljivim književnim formama, te je stoga intrinzično 
povezana s pitanjima estetike. U međuvremenu, etički senzibilitet najbolje funkcionira u susretu 
s pojedinim osobama u specifičnim kontekstima. Književna djela kombiniraju posebno i opće u 








Vormoderne philosophische Auffassungen zur Realität 
und Wahrheit in der Literatur
Zusammenfassung
Die in der vorliegenden Arbeit umrissenen und untersuchten Stellungnahmen der Autoren si­
gnalisieren, dass die philosophische Herangehensweise unentrinnbar eine Kontrastposition ge­
genüber den literarischen Strategien der Wirklichkeits­ und Wahrheitsdarstellung innerhalb der 
Literatur einnimmt. Eine spezifische Domäne der philosophischen Reflexion bezieht sich auf die 
Begriffsverdeutlichung vermöge deduktiver Methoden bzw. die rein rationale Sehweise, wäh­
rend die Literatur auf Erfahrungen der Lebensgeschichten in konkreten Gegebenheiten fußt. 
Die Absicht unserer Auseinandersetzung mit geistlichen und säkularen literarischen Texten be­
steht darin, literarische Praktiken der Realitäts­ bzw. Wahrheitsbeobachtung bzw. ­expression in 
deren elementarsten Lebensform an den Tag zu ziehen. Zu allen Zeiten lässt sich das Bedürfnis 
nach Übermittlung der Sinneserfahrung als auch nach dem Wachrufen ethischer Reflexionen 
erspüren – unter Zuhilfenahme von einem geeigneteren Ausdrucksmodus und mit dem Blick auf 
die weitläufigeren Strukturen der literarischen Wirklichkeits­ bzw. Wahrheitsdarstellung. Das 
literarische Schrifttum beschäftigt sich mit der Lebensabbildung in deren sämtlichen gegensätz­
lichen Manifestationen in überzeugenden literarischen Formen, und ist ebendeshalb intrinsisch 
mit den Fragen der Ästhetik verkettet. Indessen agiert die ethische Sensibilität bestens bei der 
Begegnung mit einzelnen Personen in charakteristischen Begleitumständen. Die Literaturwerke 





Regards philosophiques pré-modernes sur la réalité 
et la vérité dans la littérature
Résumé
Les positions des auteurs esquissées et examinées dans cet article montrent qu’une approche 
philosophique est inévitablement dans une situation d’opposition par rapport aux modes lit­
téraires d’expression de la réalité et de la vérité dans la littérature. Le domaine spécifique de 
la réflexion philosophique est la clarification des concepts à l’aide des méthodes de déduction 
ou un point de vue purement rationnel, tandis que la littérature se fonde sur l’expérience des 
histoires de vie dans des circonstances concrètes. La perspective de notre traitement des textes 
littéraires sacrés et laïques est de découvrir des façons littéraires d’observer et d’exprimer la 
réalité et la vérité dans la forme la plus élémentaire de vie. En tout temps, nous pouvons obser­
ver le besoin de transmettre l’expérience sensible et de susciter la réflexion éthique en utilisant 
un mode d’expression plus adéquat sans perdre de vue des structures plus larges de la repré­
sentation littéraire de la réalité et de la vérité. La littérature traite de la représentation de la 
vie dans toutes ses manifestations contrastées dans les formes littéraires probantes, étant ainsi 
intrinsèquement liée aux questions esthétiques. Cependant, la sensibilité éthique fonctionne au 
mieux dans la rencontre avec des personnes particulières dans des contextes spécifiques. Les 
œuvres littéraires combinent le particulier et le général dans les situations de vie concrètes et 
dans les caractères individuels.
Mots-clés
critique	littéraire,	littérature,	philosophie,	éthique,	esthétique,	réalité,	vérité
